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ABSTRACT
Debate over whether marketing scholarship ought to be more 

relevant has a long history.  This paper takes a positive rather than a 
normative approach to the issue, and provides an empirical examina-
tion of the degree of relevance achieved in a sub-discipline of con-
sumer behavior: marketing communications.  A content analysis of 
485 laboratory experiments published in six marketing journals over 
the last twelve years was conducted.  Results show little concern 
for relevance in the design of advertising print experiments, and a 
longitudinal comparison suggests that relevance has decreased over 
time.  The paper concludes by considering sociological explanations 
for why the relevance of marketing scholarship may not improve.

The online Oxford English dictionary defines ‘academic’ as 
“not of practical relevance.”  This definition squares poorly with the 
oft-heard injunction to marketing scholars that their research needs 
to become more relevant, an exhortation that has appeared regularly 
for more than thirty years (e.g., Ferber 1977; McQuarrie 1998; Pres-
ton 1985), and most recently in Reibstein, Day, and Wind (2009).  
In this paper, we do not attempt to resolve the normative issue of 
whether marketing scholarship ought to be relevant, or needs to be-
come more relevant; rather, we aim at a positive account of the de-
gree of relevance currently achieved.  The goal is to document the 
extent to which laboratory work in one consumer behavior area of 
marketing scholarship—marketing communications—has or has not 
been relevant.  

In what follows we define the criteria for relevance used in this 
paper and distinguish various aspects of relevance within the con-
text of marketing communication research.  We apply these criteria 
to twelve years of experimental research on print advertising pub-
lished in six marketing journals from 1998 to 2009.  This produces 
a tabulation of the number and proportion of published studies that 
are relevant to one or another causal factor characteristic of the real 
consumer behavior phenomenon.  We find sustained low levels of 
relevance, and no difference in relevance across advertising, con-
sumer behavior, or general marketing journals.  We conclude, again 
in a positive rather than normative mode, by sketching out a theory 
that could explain why relevance has been minimal in this area of 
marketing scholarship and is likely to remain so, no matter how 
many exhortations in the vein of Reibstein et al. (2009) may appear.

CRITERA FOR RELEVANCE

Proximal Similarity
We define relevance in terms of Campbell’s (1986) concept of 

proximal similarity.  On this criterion, a marketing communication 
experiment may be judged relevant to the extent its stimuli and pro-
cedures reproduce the distinctive characteristics of consumer adver-
tisements (McQuarrie 2004).  Of course, similarity is never absolute, 
and laboratory experiments can never provide the same setting or the 
same event matrix as any particular advertising exposure in the field.  
Hence for Campbell, similarity functions as a threshold—that is the 
meaning of the modifier ‘proximal’.  The issue is whether experi-
mental stimuli and procedures incorporate enough of those aspects 
of the phenomenon that are important for understanding cause and 
effect.  That is, does the experiment go far enough to produce ad-

vertisements and consumer behavior, or do its conditions actually 
capture some other kind of human behavior?  

The power of Campbell’s concept of proximal similarity can be 
illustrated by re-considering the hoary debate over the use of student 
subjects (Sears 1986).  From Campbell’s standpoint, use of student 
subjects is neither here nor there.   If the purchase domain is potato 
chips and 20 year olds are substantially represented among the buy-
ing population for chips (as they are not among the population that 
rents cars or purchases fur coats), then an experiment that exposed 
students to ads for potato chips would not be irrelevant thereby.  

But now suppose these students don’t actually purchase any po-
tato chips during the experiment.  Suppose further they don’t choose 
a brand; in fact, suppose there are no brands in the experiment at all, 
but only labels heading up a written description of a ‘snack product’.  
Suppose that what these students do after reading these descriptive 
paragraphs is carefully examine a few additional sentences describ-
ing the object to which the labels refer, and check boxes in response.  
Is this checking of a box ‘consumer behavior’?  Is this picture-free 
text an ‘ad’?  Under Campbell’s analysis, the answer in both cases 
probably would be no.  The experiment does not reproduce ‘buying 
behavior’, nor does it reproduce ‘magazine advertisement’; there is 
insufficient similarity.  The stimuli used, and the nature of the re-
sponses gathered, are distal rather than proximal to the advertising 
domain.

The real issue for Campbell, in judging whether an advertis-
ing experiment is relevant, would not be whether the experimental 
subjects are students, but whether these students are exposed to ad-
vertisements, as that term is commonly understood, and then have 
the opportunity, after a suitable interval, to choose from among ad-
vertised brands and buy.  Advertisements, within the larger domain 
of persuasive messages, are distinguished by being highly crafted 
amalgams of visual and verbal elements embedded in particular sorts 
of mass-media contexts, where consumers can (and often do) ignore 
those ads.  A written paragraph whose scrutiny is mandated would 
lack most of these elements.  Likewise, purchases involve choice, 
real monetary cost, the subtler loss of foregone alternatives, and the 
risk of remorse.  Checking a box on a paper form need not involve 
any of these elements.  Thus, by Campbell’s criterion of proximal 
similarity, an experiment in which a written paragraph is adminis-
tered and subjects check boxes on paper forms in response, may con-
tribute to scientific knowledge of text comprehension or communica-
tion, but is not likely to be relevant to understanding cause and effect 
in the advertising domain of consumer behavior—the experimental 
set up is too dissimilar.  

Conversely, if one was a political scientist concerned with the 
phenomenon of voting, that same experiment might be sufficiently 
proximal.  Voting behavior is a matter of indicating a preference by 
checking a box on a form.  Voters do learn about candidates by read-
ing extended written text.  The criteria for proximal similarity are 
met if the experiment seeks to understand how written communica-
tion influences voting behavior.

 By necessity, laboratory experiments are highly artificial (Petty 
and Cacioppo 1996; Wells 1993), but this doesn’t matter in Camp-
bell’s view, as long as the artifice reproduces elements important for 
determining how an advertisement can cause a desired effect.  The 
real question, in determining whether an experiment is relevant to 
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the consumer behavior domain of advertising, is whether the stim-
ulus exposed is something like an advertisement, and whether the 
reception environment is something like that in which ads are en-
countered, and whether the responses measured are something like 
purchase behavior.

Decomposition of Relevance
The goal of this paper is to examine published marketing schol-

arship and count the number of studies that address a set of causal 
factors prototypical of advertising and advertising reception envi-
ronments.  If it can be documented that numerous experiments exist 
that manipulate a particular factor as present or absent, or there exist 
numbers of experiments with the factor present and numerous others 
with it absent, then meta-analysis can ultimately reveal whether that 
factor is causal, and to what extent.  But if a factor is excluded from 
most published experiments, then just that much of the domain of 
consumer behavior remains terra incognita (Armstrong 2010).  

As a case in point, if there were no studies in which ad stimuli 
were repeated, then we could not know how level of repetition might 
alter the impact of a particular persuasive appeal. Absence of evi-
dence concerning repetition effects is not evidence for the absence 
of repetition effects.  We might assume that anything that is effective 
in a single repetition would be as effective, or more so, if repeated; 
but there would be no empirical foundation for this position.   And 
to the extent there was any evidence that some appeals only work 
after wear-in, while others are vulnerable to wear-out, we would be 
on very thin ice in assuming that some other appeal that had failed 
(succeeded) in a single repetition would be just as (in)effective if 
repeated.  

To focus the analysis, we examine experiments that use print 
advertisements, as discussed subsequently.  In 2012 in North Amer-
ica, the typical magazine ad directed at consumers is dominated by 
its picture, containing few words; will be exposed repeatedly; will 
be embedded in a media vehicle whose articles are the primary focus 
for the consumer, who is in no way forced to look at the ad or dwell 
on it; and this consumer will, after a delay, have an opportunity to act 
in connection with the ad, often by making a choice between brands, 
with which s/he was already familiar, at some economic cost.

Almost any field experiment would include all of these fac-
tors, and any ‘single source’ data set would likewise include them all 
(e.g., Lodish et al. 1995).  More important, it is feasible to reproduce 
any one of these conditions in an artificial laboratory experiment—or 
not.  The balance of pictures and words in an ad, whether it is embed-
ded in other material, whether exposure is forced, whether response 
is measured with a delay, and so on, are all choices that individual 
scholars make in the course of designing an experiment.  An experi-
menter could instead type out a paragraph containing attribute claims 
and staple it to a sheaf of pages containing rating scales, with the 
overt or covert statement that experimental credit will not be given to 
participants unless the written paragraph is carefully attended to and 
the ratings diligently made (Allen 2004).  Arguably, neither ‘adver-
tising’ nor ‘consumer behavior’ are present in such a situation. The 
empirical question, then, is how many marketing scholars have cho-
sen the written paragraph, check-a-box design, with forced exposure 
and immediate response, versus the number of scholars who chose to 
reproduce pictorial aspects, or unforced exposure, or any of the other 
prototypical elements of the advertising phenomenon.

  Again, we do not contest the contribution of the written para-
graph, check-a-box experiment to the rigorous testing of scientific 
theories of human persuasion (Calder, Phillips and Tybout 1981).  
A long stream of research in social psychology exactly fits this 
template.  Rather, we set out to review twelve years of published 

marketing communications experiments in marketing journals and 
count how many laboratory experiments incorporate one of more rel-
evance conditions, versus how many approximate the written para-
graph, check-a-box template inherited from the older discipline of 
social psychology.  There is no expectation that any given laboratory 
experiment will incorporate all the causal factors, and with at least 2n 
possible combinations of factors, it might be impossible for any one 
experiment to vary all the factors simultaneously.  But it is certainly 
fair to hold up twelve years of the collective product of marketing, 
consumer behavior, and advertising scholarship, and estimate the de-
gree of relevance achieved, net.  What do the facts show?

METHOD
Journal and Study Selection
From 1998 to 2009 inclusive, we examined each issue of the 

following leading journals: Journal of Advertising, Journal of Ad-
vertising Research, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Journal of 
Consumer Research, Journal of Marketing, and Journal of Market-
ing Research.  These journals contained the majority of published 
research on advertising.  The table of contents and abstracts were 
reviewed to identify articles containing laboratory experiments that 
purported to be about advertising, as indicated by title or abstract.  
‘Laboratory experiments’ were defined broadly as non-field studies 
where a set of treatments were administered; hence a study in which 
subjects were recruited at a shopping mall or airport and randomly 
assigned to different treatments would be included. Any laboratory 
study where the authors referred to its stimuli or topic as ‘ads’ or 
‘advertising’ was deemed admissible.  

An initial perusal showed that print advertising stimuli domi-
nated the population of studies (approximately 3:1 ratio), so only 
experiments using printed stimuli were retained for further examina-
tion1.  The computer presentation of still images accompanied by 
text was accepted as ‘print’. This focus on print ad studies had the 
further advantage of simplifying the set of relevance criteria, and 
also of maximizing the availability of stimuli for inspection (print 
stimuli are often reproduced in article appendices, while television 
and radio stimuli, before the age of Web appendices, could not be).  
A total of 485 laboratory experiments in 289 articles were identified, 
as described in Table 1.  The 122 articles reporting multiple experi-
ments accounted for 2/3 of the experiments in the dataset.

Scoring Criteria for Relevance
The authors scored each experiment for the presence or absence 

of: 1) a real (as opposed to fictitious brand; 2) embedded, non-focal 
exposure; 3) repeated exposure; 4) inclusions of competitive adver-
tising; 5) measurement of responses after a delay or one day or more; 
6) inclusion of choice as one of these responses.  These six criteria 
allow for a longitudinal comparison to the analysis of pre-1998 ex-
periments reported in McQuarrie (1998).  The sum of these six di-
chotomous criteria will be referred to as the relevance score.

Experiments also were scored as to whether they manipulated 
the verbal element, the visual element, or both.  Pollay (1985) and 
McQuarrie and Phillips (2008) show a drastic decrease in the num-
ber of words appearing in magazine ads over time.  Increasingly, 
magazine ads no longer have any body copy, as traditionally defined.  

1 Of the ~150 excluded experiments, approximately half used televi-
sion ads, a third used digital stimuli of some kind, and the remainder were 
scattered across other media.  Hence, none of these would have produced a 
large enough sample to be meaningfully analyzed, especially at the journal 
or discipline level.
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Do recent laboratory experiments reflect this ongoing de-emphasis 
on words?  

Measured responses were also classified as behavioral (e.g., re-
sponse latency, successful recognition) or written.  Experiments with 
only written responses, measured immediately, in isolation, with no 
manipulation of visual elements, repetition or competitive interfer-
ence, were coded as such.  These will be referred to as ‘WIRIWS’ 
studies (written immediate responses to isolated written stimuli).  Fi-
nally, when an article included the stimulus used, these were exam-
ined and compared to actual magazine ads for the same product, to 
get a sense of which components of actual magazine ads were being 
incorporated into lab stimuli.

RESULTS

Relevance
Real brands were not uncommon in academic experimental re-

search on advertising during 1998-2009, appearing in about a third 
of all experiments.  However, all of the other relevance criteria were 
conspicuous by their absence, omitted from between 92% and 96% 
of experiments (Table 1).  Few researchers during this period felt it 
necessary to arrange unforced exposure to ads, or to study the effects 
of repetition, delay, or competitive interference, or to make subjects 
choose a brand following ad exposure, as opposed to completing rat-
ing scales.

In terms of a relevance score, just over half the experiments 
scored zero; the mean incidence of relevance criteria was .65 out of 
a possible 6.0.  The overall results are measurably worse than those 
reported by McQuarrie (1998) for 154 print ad experiments pub-
lished in 1990-97, which in turn he found to be measurably worse 
than those reported for pre-1990 print ad experiments.  Some indi-
vidual relevance criteria were more common in the present study 
(real brands), others less so (competition, choice); others stayed at 
the same low level as seen in both the earlier time periods studied by 
McQuarrie (unforced exposure).  

Finally, studies that manipulate only verbal elements, unrepeat-
ed and without competitive interference, while taking an immediate 
written response, were the norm during these twelve years, account-
ing for 65% of these experiments.  WIRIWS studies represent the 
modal print ad experiment.  In summary, laboratory experiments 
currently reported in marketing journals appear not to be much con-
cerned with relevance, defined in terms of proximal similarity to 
advertising and consumer behavior.  The longitudinal data suggests 
that, if anything, relevance has declined over time.

Turning to other aspects of relevance, manipulation of visual 
elements of the advertising stimulus was half as common as manipu-
lation of verbal elements (Table 1); whereas the nature of the verbal 
manipulations is extremely diverse, most of the visual manipulations 
consist of a change in the object depicted, rather than a change in the 
style or manner of depiction (for the distinction, see Scott and Vargas 
[2007]).  The incidence of visual manipulations did not increase over 

TABLE 1
Incidence of Individual Relevance Criteria in Advertising Experiments

1998-2009
N = 485

1990-1997a
N = 231

N % %
Relevance Criterion
 Real brand 168 34.6 28
 Embedded, non-focal exposure 39 8.0 17
 Repeated exposure 30 6.2 16
 Competitive advertising present 23 4.7 20
 Delayed measurement 35 7.2 5
 Choice measured 19 3.9 14

Frequency distribution
Zero criteria present 249 51.3 40
 One 174 35.9 32
 Two 49 10.1 19
 Three 10 2.1  9
 Four 3 0.6 0
 Five 0 0.0 1

Manipulation of: 
 Visual element 61 12.6 --
 Verbal element 209 43.1
 Both 96 19.8
 Neither 119 24.5

WIRIWS Incidence
(written immediate response to isolated written stimulus) 316 65.2 --

a From Table 3 of McQuarrie (1998).  The Journal of Consumer Psychology was not included in his study, nor was the manipulation of 
visual or verbal elements tabulated.
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FIGURE 1
Academic Toothpaste Ad (Left) Versus an Actual Toothpaste Ad (Right)

the twelve year period, in marked contrast to what was happening 
during this era to print advertisements outside the laboratory (Mc-
Quarrie and Phillips 2008).

Some sense of the gap that separates the verbal stimuli de-
scribed as ‘ads’ within marketing scholarship, as compared to real 
and now primarily visual ads directed at consumers, can be gleaned 
from Figures 1 and 2. The left panel of Figure 1 reproduces the 
stimulus used in 1999 JMR paper, which purports to be an advertise-
ment for toothpaste.  In the right panel of Figure 1 an actual tooth-
paste ad is reproduced.  The differences are stark.  The Dazzle ad 
is almost entirely composed of words, with no visual element other 
than a border.  The actual Crest ad contains few easily visible words, 
consisting otherwise of a highly stylized picture that fills the page.  
No actual toothpaste ad appearing in today’s mass media would use 
such a densely packed volume of verbal text as the Dazzle stimu-
lus; one has to go back over a century to find an era where such 
word-heavy, picture-light ads were the norm (Pollay 1985).  Is the 
Dazzle stimulus really an instance of ‘advertisement’—the everyday 
phenomenon to which consumers are exposed?  A case can be made 
that the Dazzle experiments, however internally valid, lack construct 
validity—if proffered as research on consumer response to advertis-
ing, as opposed to comprehension of written text.

The same problem can be seen in Figure 2, where the experi-
mental stimulus used in a 2007 JA paper appears in the left panel, 
and an actual ad for jeans appears in the right panel.  This time the 
experimental ad does contain a large picture, but what is manipulated 

and tested is the attribute list that appears in a large font at the lower 
left.  For comparison, the actual jeans ad reproduced in the right 
panel of Figure 2 makes no verbal claim to possess any attribute, 
much less a list.  In fact, the actual jeans ad has no headline or body 
text at all.  Such an absence of verbal text is the norm in contem-
porary ads for fashion clothing (Phillips and McQuarrie 2011); it is 
difficult to see how the results of such marketing experiments can be 
relevant to a fashion advertiser who is constrained to accomplish his 
or her promotional purpose without the use of any verbally stated 
attribute claim.

Relevance by Discipline
It might be argued that consumer researchers, whose journals 

are sponsored by multiple disciplines outside of marketing, don’t 
have the same obligation or opportunity for relevance as do market-
ing scholars publishing in AMA journals, who are taxed with pro-
viding managerial implications.  Likewise, one might suppose that 
advertising researchers might be more oriented to reproducing the 
distinctive characteristics of advertising, relative to scholars con-
cerned with more general questions of consumer behavior or mar-
keting action. To this end, we grouped journals by discipline and 
compared relevance scores and WIRIWS scores across discipline.  
As Table 2 shows, there were no differences across journal discipline 
(χ2 (2) = 2.86 and 1.21 for relevance and WIRIWS scores respec-
tively, both ns).  In sum, none of the three disciplines appears any 
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more or less concerned with relevance in the design of advertising 
experiments.  

DISCUSSION
We examined one specific area within marketing scholarship 

where a high volume of publications and a lengthy history of publi-
cation exist: laboratory experiments on advertising.  This consumer 
behavior sub-domain is also attractive because it features experi-
mental design alternatives that are equally feasible (e.g., manipulate 
pictures or words, repeat or not repeat stimuli) along with straight-
forward criteria for judging any given design alternative as more or 
less relevant to actual marketing practice.  What we found does not 
make us optimistic that the call for institutional change of Reibstein 
et al. (2009) will be answered anytime soon.

A tabulation of 485 published laboratory experiments on print 
advertising published in six journals over the preceding twelve years 
showed little concern with relevance.  A majority of studies consist-
ed of immediate paper-and pencil ratings taken in response to single 
forced exposures to written text.  Measurement of purchase behavior 
was the exception, and even choice measurements were rare.  De-
layed response after incidental exposure was vanishingly rare.  There 
were no significant differences across disciplines, and no evidence 
of improvement in relevance relative to earlier accounts (McQuarrie 
1998; Preston 1985).  

Must Academic Scholarship Be Irrelevant?
It is traditional to lament findings of the sort presented in this 

paper.  This tradition predates Preston (Ferber 1977) and continues 
to the present day (Reibstein et al. 2009).  Often this lament issues 
in an exhortation: scholars could, and should, do better—should en-
deavor to make their research more relevant.  We essay an alterna-
tive response, in order to understand why academic scholarship may 
never move in the direction of greater relevance.  The idea is that any 
trend as strong and well-established as the trend to irrelevance, as 
documented by Preston (1985), McQuarrie (1998), and the present 

TABLE 2
Incidence of Relevance across Journals and Disciplines

Zero Relevance WIRIWS 
Design

N % N %
Discipline
 AMA journals (JM, JMR) 38 45.2   59 70.2
 Consumer (JCP, JCR) 119 50.2 153 64.6
 Advertising (JA, JAR) 92 56.1 104 63.4

Note.  See text for the definition and calculation of the rele-
vance and WIRIWS scores. The percentages reflect the proportion of 
studies in a journal group that had zero relevance or used a WIRIWS 
design; e.g., 59 of 84 experiments in the AMA journals used this 
design.

FIGURE 2
Academic Jeans Ad (Left) Versus an Actual Jeans Ad (Right)
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effort, is likely underpinned by enduring philosophical, institutional 
and structural factors.

Within academia, the tradition of lamenting the lack of relevance 
is opposed by an alternative philosophical tradition, of equal age and 
diffusion, which explicitly denies the value of relevance (Calder et 
al. 1981).  The formulation runs something like this: “the data don’t 
generalize—it’s the theory that generalizes” (Mook 1983).  Because 
the scholar is not concerned with predicting some particular causal 
sequence outside the laboratory, the details of the causal sequence 
selected for use in the laboratory do not matter.  On this reasoning, 
if one avoids using a familiar real brand, with all its troublesome 
specificity, the theoretical explanation can potentially be general-
ized to both real and fictitious brands.  The emptier the data are of 
specifics—the more the causal sequences studied in the laboratory 
consist only of widespread, multi-context human behaviors such as 
reading and writing—the wider the span of contexts within which 
the theoretical explanation can be generalized.  The rebuttal—that 
research conducted with diligent readers might only generalize to 
similar contexts, and not to advertising contexts, where diligent read-
ing cannot be assumed—is not considered.  Since diligence was not 
manipulated, there is no reason to suppose that theoretical predic-
tions are limited to diligent readers (Lynch 1982).  On this view, im-
posing a requirement of relevance—of proximal similarity— would 
restrict rather than enhance the generalizability of the research, and 
reduce the contribution to Theory.  What makes some set of concepts 
a Theory, and potentially generalizable across contexts, is precisely 
their remoteness from any specific context.

The necessary separation of Theory from data, as laid out above, 
is the gold standard for academic rejection of the need for proximal 
similarity in experimental design.  Unfortunately, decades ago the 
logician Quine (1953) put the kibosh to this argument.  Quine’s chal-
lenge, in simplified form, can be captured as follows: (1) if the theory 
generalizes but the data do not, then the theory must be fundamental-
ly separate from the data; (2) but if the theory is really separate from 
the data, in what sense can it be said to explain that data, or be tested 
by it?  An early response to this conundrum, associated with logi-
cal empiricism (see Hunt [2007] for an account), was that auxiliary 
concepts can be used to tie the theory to the ‘plane of observation’.  
Quine’s rebuttal was that any causal knowledge obtained empirically 
must then always take the form of a test of Theory + Auxiliaries, and 
its generalizability would accordingly be limited to circumstances 
where both the theoretical concept(s) and the auxiliary concept(s) are 
again conjoined.  But since the auxiliary concepts are connected to 
the data—that’s their purpose—then it cannot be true to say that the 
data don’t generalize, only the theory.  To close the loop, an example 
of an auxiliary concept would be whether a brand is familiar or un-
familiar, whether exposure is single or repeated, whether response 
is immediate or delayed—i.e., the sorts of things that were earlier 
described in terms of proximal similarity, or relevance.

Given the age of Quine’s (1953) essay, one may reasonably ask 
why the phrase, ‘the data don’t generalize, it’s the theory that gen-
eralizes’ continues to be advanced as the rationale for ignoring con-
siderations of proximal similarity.  In the next section we advance a 
sociological explanation for why scholars in advertising, consumer 
and marketing have chosen to ignore Quine’s debunking of the sep-
arateness of theory and data. 

A Social Theory Perspective on Marketing Scholarship
Insights from the French social theorist, Pierre Bourdieu (1984), 

may help us to derive an explanation of what marketing scholarship 
is really about, if not the search for relevant, practical marketing 
knowledge.  If we apply Bourdieu’s perspective, marketing scholar-

ship represents a social field in which participants compete to ob-
tain elite status, and elites act to maintain their status by enforcing a 
distinction between elite and non-elite.  More specifically, the elite 
maintains its distinction by valorizing success in difficult practices, 
and individual members of the elite maintain and improve their per-
sonal distinction by repeatedly demonstrating success in these prac-
tices—the  more difficult and exclusive, the better.

Stepping back, a key mistake in the Reibstein et al. (2009) 
worldview was to assume that marketing academics as a group care 
much about acquiring knowledge of real marketing phenomena.  
There are some who certainly do; but the prediction from Bourdieu is 
that as a rule, individual marketing scholars will primarily care about 
publishing papers in journals perceived as elite by peers they esteem.  
Success in this difficult practice confers and sustains elite status.  In 
a Bourdieusian world, obtaining and maintaining the regard of one’s 
aspirational group would be the primary motivation governing the 
scholarship activities of marketing academics.

The prediction from Bourdieu, then, is that marketing academ-
ics will gravitate toward scholarship that gets published in the lead-
ing journals of the field.  If these journals do not insist on relevance, 
and if arranging for relevance is in any way more costly than letting 
it slide, then marketing scholars as a group will dispense with rel-
evance in their work.  It isn’t important to the goal of getting pub-
lished.

There is a circularity here which is important to tease apart 
because it reflects the fact that elites are ‘sticky’; that is, they are 
generally able to reproduce themselves through time.  Thus, we may 
suppose that journals mostly publish articles that members of their 
Editorial Boards esteem; in turn, publishing enough such articles 
gets one appointed to Editorial Boards, where one tends to esteem 
the kind of articles that earned one that elite status.  Since any elite 
journal will do, authors who publish in JMR may also publish in 
JCR, and vice versa, so that appointment to one Editorial Board may 
co-occur with appointment to the other, leading to a homogenization 
of journal acceptance criteria, despite the very different mandates 
of their sponsors.  From this perspective, irrelevance in marketing 
scholarship becomes self-sustaining, despite being entirely contin-
gent in historical terms.  

There may be some readers who recoil from this Bourdeusian 
account as a grotesque parody of the collaborative, peer-reviewed 
quest for scientific knowledge to which they have devoted their lives 
and honor.  Nevertheless, the Bourdeusian account has the virtue of 
predicting the facts on the ground.  It explains why the relevance 
of advertising experiments hasn’t improved despite decades of ex-
hortation, and it explains why advertising experiments in consumer 
behavior journals aren’t any more relevant than those in advertising 
journals.  

It also makes falsifiable predictions about the future.  A rea-
sonable prediction from this study is that the Reibstein et al. (2009) 
initiative will slowly drop from view, as did each of its predecessors, 
and that a decade from now, and any number of decades from now, 
relevance will continue to be ignored in judging the merits of indi-
vidual instances of academic marketing scholarship.  That is, the al-
ternative intellectual tradition laid out in Petty and Cacioppo (1996) 
will prevail and continue to govern the actual conduct of research.  It 
also predicts that years from now there will be another editorial in a 
marketing journal, pursuing the same plaints, and similarly neglect-
ful of the lengthy ancestry of such screeds, going back to Preston 
(1986) and Ferber (1977).  The thrust of marketing scholarship isn’t 
going to change in the direction of greater relevance until a critical 
mass of its elite, who gained their status when relevance was irrel-
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evant, come to see the Calder et al. (1981) and Petty and Cacioppo 
(1996) position as untenable.

Mea Culpa and Ex Culpa
It is important to acknowledge that several of our own experi-

ments appear in the data and, on the whole, do not score terrifically 
higher with respect to relevance.  We acknowledge living in a glass 
house and can only plead that we wanted to be published, too.  Sec-
ond, although there was good reason to focus on laboratory experi-
ments on advertising, the tables show these to be less numerous in 
the AMA marketing journals as compared to the consumer journals.  
A follow-up analysis also might show, for instance, that field ex-
periments, with their automatic relevance, are more common in 
marketing than in consumer journals.  In addition, marketing com-
munication is only one small piece of marketing, and it may be that 
non-advertising articles appearing in marketing journals are rather 
more relevant on the whole than the experimental advertising studies 
examined here.  But if that is so, why were Reibstein et al. (2009) 
and their predecessors motivated to write as they did?  Regardless of 
relative frequency, why would a journal publish any article whose 
relevance to marketing phenomena was suspect?

The answer, of course, is that Editorial Boards are primarily 
concerned with maintaining standards of internal validity, and for 
vetting the caliber of the statistical analysis deployed.  Again, for the 
record, we are not questioning the internal validity of any of the 485 
experiments examined or the correctness of the statistical inferences 
made.  Our concern is with the construct validity of the stimuli and 
procedures used.  And ultimately that is the theoretical importance 
of relevance; for if relevance cannot be established, there can be no 
assurance that a theory of advertising and consumer behavior has 
been tested—as opposed to a theory of something else.

In conclusion, we sought to contribute to the ongoing discus-
sion of the relevance of relevance to marketing scholarship by tak-
ing a positive rather than a normative approach.  Regardless of how 
relevant marketing scholarship should be, how relevant is it and has 
it been?  This required a focus on a specific sub-domain of consum-
er behavior, and a statement of the criteria to be applied in assess-
ing relevance.  This positive approach allowed us to show both the 
prevalence of irrelevance, and its stasis over time.  These positive 
facts then provided the grounds for a theoretical account of market-
ing scholarship as a social practice, grounded in Bourdieu, which ex-
plains both the genesis and maintenance of irrelevance, and predicts 
its continuance.  
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